FEET OF CLAY

One evening, when they were alone on the beach, their usual friends
having already gone home, Marie-Ange, stretched out beside Jean-Noel,
began making vague marks on the sand with her fingers.

"I know I shall be unhappy in life," she murmured.

Jean-Noel was assailed by the same oppressive uneasiness he felt
when with the fair English woman. Marie-Ange's bathing-dress had
slipped down and revealed nearly the whole of her breast.

"You don't care a damn, you're a boy," she added, while her eyes
ran over her brother's body.

In a moment there was established a sort of intimacy between them
which they made no attempt to combat. She took a handful of sand
and let it trickle on to his neck. He bit her hand. It was doubtless the
signal they were awaiting to set each other at defiance, call each other
Idiots, and hurl themselves on each other, to roll over and over, bodies
clasped, half-fighting, half-laughing, making the sand spurt round
them, until they were able, under the mutually accepted excuse of
battle, to touch, feel, hold, knead with anxious hands, those parts of
their bodies they dreamed of knowing and clasping in other men and
other women.

For the last bathers they were just two children playing on the
beach...

The first who cried "You're hurting me!" stopped this avid game of
learning. They got up breathless. They had but approached physical
pleasure, its foreshadowing, without even daring to recognize it as such,
for the fact of being brother and sister still opposed a blank wall to their
imaginings.

Nevertheless, they went home silently, holding each other's hands,
aware both of a secret joy and a shared shame, which linked them still
more closely and gave them a greater respect for each other.

After Jacqueline's death, Gabriel De Voos had completely given up
drinking. One might have thought that it was remorse; but it was
above all the fear of getting drunk and giving things away.

But he lived in a sort of daze which was due to no drug except that
insubstantial one he manufactured himself in the deepest layers of his
own thoughts.

He had suddenly grown older; his shoulders sagged a little.

"How he must suffer, that poor man," people said. "Nothing seems
to distract him."

Gabriel lived almost entirely at Mauglaives, where he dealt com-
petently with the day-to-day business.

He hunted, always kept up with hounds, talked as little as possible,